
European Social Services conference – 22 June 2009

Making public services accountable to citizens
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Mr O’Higgins offers a 25 year review of the experience of audit and inspection in the United Kingdom, probably the first country to develop this level of public service inspection. He discusses, amongst other things, how public services can be made both more efficient and quality driven and the balance between local political autonomy and central audit.
Introduction
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Good morning. 
I would like to thank the organisers for inviting me here to Prague to speak about the work of the Audit Commission in the United Kingdom, and how we make public services accountable to citizens. 
I’m fortunate enough to lead an organisation that has been helping to make local public services accountable, and to improve their efficiency and quality, for over 25 years. 

This morning I would like to start with a quick run through those 25 years, pulling out what I regard as the major developments in the performance framework for local public services as I go. 
And I would like to go on to talk about the most recent innovation in local public services: the Comprehensive Area Assessment. 

I believe that the Comprehensive Area Assessment has the potential to revolutionise the performance management and accountability of local public bodies in the UK, and I hope it will prove of interest to many of you here.     

Before the Comprehensive Performance Assessment
So let me start with a short history of the Audit Commission
. 
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Public audit in the UK actually dates back to the medieval ages – to some time around the reign of Henry the First in the twelfth century. 

But it was not until January 1983 that the Audit Commission came into being. Michael Heseltine, a Minister in Margaret Thatcher’s government, established the Audit Commission as an independent national body. 

At first our role was more limited than it is today. Our main function was to appoint auditors to audit the accounts of local authorities in England and Wales. 
From the start a third of the appointed auditors were not from the Commission, but from independent accountancy firms such as Deloitte and Price Waterhouse Coopers. And this remains the case today.  

Regardless of whether they work for us or one of the accountancy firms, auditors act independently of the Commission. The Commission’s role is to regulate their work through a code of audit practice, which we present to Parliament for approval every five years.

We were also given the power to carry out studies, which aim to improve the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of local authority services.  Something we continue to do today.

In 1990 our auditors began to audit local National Health Service bodies. 

But it was the introduction of the Best Value regime in 1999 that saw a real change in the performance management of local authorities. 
At the time, Prime Minister Tony Blair wanted to demonstrate that the increased investment his government was putting into public services was delivering results. 
Part of the first phase of this process was the introduction of targets across the public sector. For local government, this took the form of Best Value.  

The Best Value framework required councils to undertake performance planning and reviews of all services. The intention of these was to identify areas for improvement and set out how they could be achieved.

The regime also introduced a set of national performance indicators and it was as a result of Best Value that the Commission gained powers of inspection.    

But there was soon a growing concern that Best Value was becoming too cumbersome, and becoming a burden on local authorities.  

The Comprehensive Performance Assessment
So in 2002, we introduced the Comprehensive Performance Assessment of local councils. 
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The Comprehensive Performance Assessment brought together performance data from a range of sources, including inspections of council services; the judgements of our auditors on whether the council used its resources effectively; and our evaluation of the capability of the corporate centre of the council. 

It examined the future direction of a council as well as current and past performance, providing a much broader assessment. 

We gave star ratings to each council based on these assessments, allowing both councils and the public to make comparisons with others across the country.    
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Over the seven year lifespan of the Comprehensive Performance Assessment, local government performance improved significantly across England. The number of councils in the highest category rose from 22 to 62. In 2008 no council was given the lowest star rating, compared to 13 in 2002. 
Academics and council leaders now acknowledge that the Comprehensive Performance Assessment has had a positive effect on service quality. Research by Cardiff University found that 88 per cent of local authority officers felt that it had a significant and positive impact on service improvement. 
The Comprehensive Performance Assessment has even been taken as the model for the system of performance assessments for central government in the UK.
Its power came from its simplicity - it gave a single, simple score to all authorities. Targets don’t improve performance, but they allow people to hold up a mirror to their organisation. 

When we published the first results of the assessment, councils could for the first time compare themselves to their peers, and the truth shocked some of them.

Some realised that they needed to strengthen their leadership and improve the culture of their organisation.    

In 2007 we did some internal analysis on the factors that make councils improve. The common themes that emerged were a change in culture and strong political leadership. In many cases, improvement came about because of a new Chief Executive; willingness to seek out or accept external help and support; or a skilled, and often new, management team.

We ourselves believe that times have changed and that what was appropriate for 2002 is no longer appropriate now. Councils have improved to such an extent that the government has chosen to introduce a framework that gives local organisations a lot more flexibility. 
So, with our partner inspectorates of schools, health, the police and prisons, we have over the last year or so developed a new performance framework. It has three aims.
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· First, it assesses not just how good single organisations are, but how well all the local organisations in an area work together to achieve targets that they themselves choose. 

· Secondly, it does not look at the processes that organisations follow, but the outcomes they achieve.

· And thirdly, it considers what citizens themselves want from their local services and how good they think the services are. 

Comprehensive Area Assessment 

The framework that we have designed with our partner inspectorates to do those and other things is called the Comprehensive Area Assessment. And I want to talk about it for the remainder of my time this morning.
1. The first aim I mentioned was to judge how well all the local organisations are working together to achieve joint targets. 
One of the components of the performance framework introduced recently by the government is a revised and slimmer set of national performance indicators – a series of 187 indicators that measure the performance of councils and their partners. 
The set includes indicators on - for example - crime, childhood obesity and the number of young people not in employment, education or training in an area. 
Data is collected on how well every area performs against these indicators. So it will be possible, from later this year, to compare performance consistently across the country.
An important part of the new framework is that local partners can choose and agree up to 35 of these indicators to be their own targets for improvement. 

These 35 targets are then the main focus of delivery of all the partners in the area – not just the council, but also the local police, health service and so on. 

The partners then have a duty to work towards the targets they agree, with discretion over how they direct funding to meet them.

So for example several local partnerships have chosen indicator number 137: to improve ‘Healthy life expectancy at age 65 ’. All the partners in the area must work together to improve the health of people over 65.
The new Comprehensive Area Assessment takes these targets as its starting point.  

It then challenges how effective the partnership is; how well it is responding to the local priorities it has identified; and what its capacity is for delivering long term outcomes. 

It looks to the future rather than to past performance – at the prospects for improvement by all public services across an area, not just the performance of individual councils. So it is forward looking. 
With only up to 35 targets to agree, partnerships have more flexibility and are able to focus on working together on the most important issues facing the area. 
The Comprehensive Area Assessment will not only look at how well partnerships perform against joint targets. It will assess individual organisations, and will also look at the information they use to manage themselves.

It judges how well local public bodies work together to meet joint targets, but effective targets can only be set with reliable data. You can only really understand your community if you have accurate, up-to-date numbers that you can rely on – several of our studies show that.

So we are encouraging local services to use accurate and relevant management data to keep decision-makers, partners and local people informed.
Just to use one example of the importance of accurate information: our auditors check that the data recorded by local health services is correct. They check that the number and type of operations performed by hospitals are recorded correctly. 
We have found that error rates can vary between 0.3 per cent and 52 per cent, depending on the hospital. That’s important, because in England the government pays hospitals according to their activity. 

We have found that mistakes in recording these procedures have contributed to financial losses of around £3.5 million. 

2. The second aim of the framework is that it should measure outcomes.  
Targets in the past were often about process. Central government used to measure for example the average time it took a council to process a major planning application
. Or how long people had to wait to before being seen by a doctor. 
But by focusing on process organisations can sometimes concentrate so hard on getting systems in place that they forget about the outcomes they’re there to deliver. 
It’s hard to come up with an innovative solution to a problem when you’re being told exactly how you should do it. You might disagree, or the approach might not work for your area, or the indicator might not demonstrate the quality of your work.
The debate in England has recently been about whether regulation should be rules or judgement based. 

Rules based regulation sets out a checklist of procedures and sees whether they’re being followed, like the Comprehensive Performance Assessment did.
Judgement based regulation, meanwhile, relies on a professional assessment of local outcomes, like the Comprehensive Area Assessment will do. 
But some outcomes are naturally linked to good processes. Take financial management for example. We know that organisations that follow best practice and adopt certain internal procedures are typically those with the strongest financial management. We also know there is a link between robust financial management and successful outcomes.

It has been said that over the last ten years we in Britain have relied too much on check-list regulation, but recently there has been a move towards outcome-focused regulation in public services. 
The focus of the Comprehensive Area Assessment will certainly be on the outcomes for an area. It will measure what the partners are achieving, not how they are achieving it. 
So the indicators in the national set are overwhelmingly outcome indicators, measuring for example CO2 emissions in an area, or whether crime’s gone down.
Although the targets are national, local areas have a good deal of flexibility in how they achieve them.

3. The third aim of the framework is that it should take the public’s views into account. 

Both the national indicator set and the Comprehensive Area Assessment will be focused much more on the opinions of users than was the case before. 
At the heart of the new framework is engagement with local people. Our assessments will pay particular attention to the needs of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups.
This user focus is also reflected in our inspections of particular council services. For example, we look at how well people can access local services, how good a council’s housing services are or the way that councils pay housing and council tax benefit to people in need. 
These inspections inform the Comprehensive Area Assessment because they help paint a picture of how local priorities are being met. 

To give you a taste of what we do, let me take you through the process of a typical inspection of a housing or council tax benefits service. 
First, we carry out a risk assessment to identify the councils that we should target. For example, performance over time, data quality or local knowledge may highlight that a council’s benefits service should be inspected. 

Three inspectors - a benefits specialist, a generalist and a Tenancy Inspection Adviser - make up an inspection team. Tenancy Inspection Advisers have been introduced recently and, typically, they are people who live in social housing. 

We base our assessments on information provided by the council and what we see and hear from customers - for example, feedback from tenants and satisfaction data. We use a detailed set of questions to inform our judgement of the service and we rate councils based on current performance and prospects for the future. 

Feedback from councils and local people on benefits inspections has been positive. 88 per cent of councils inspected accepted the recommendations we made and felt that our team identified key issues and reported them effectively. Comments captured in the local media also show support for our work – as the slide demonstrates. 
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We want to ensure that, where appropriate, the Comprehensive Area Assessment process will effectively engage and empower everybody by: 

· assessing how well local authorities and their partners understand their communities, their diverse needs, and aspirations; 

· gathering intelligence about their experiences to assess whether  improved outcomes are being achieved; and
· assessing the quality of involvement of local people. 
The new assessment will also present local people with information in new ways. 
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We and our partner inspectorate are building a shared website that brings together all the reports from the Comprehensive Area Assessment, together with information about national indicators and links to other assessments in all areas.

The intention of the website is to give people clear and impartial information about how well they are being served by their local public services, how that compares with elsewhere, and what the prospects are for the quality of life in their area to improve.

We hope that the information will help people to make more informed choices, but also to hold their local public services to account and influence local decisions.  

People will also be able to give us feedback through the website, independent of the Comprehensive Area Assessment process.
Conclusion

In conclusion…

I hope you have found this short explanation of the local performance framework in England interesting. 

This model is the result of 25 years of improvement, and to our knowledge, this type of forward-looking area assessment has not been tried anywhere else in the world. If it has we would certainly like to know about it.
It’s innovative because it aims to focus on the issues that make a difference to people’s lives – how safe they feel on the streets; the quality of their local environment; the wellbeing of their children. 
It also tries to give people an annual snapshot of life in their area, while at the same time helping local services to improve. 
But of course, we would be keen to learn from others’ experience elsewhere on how best to help public bodies improve services for their citizens and be accountable for them too. I look forward to hearing your views.

Thank you.
� If you would like a long history, I would recommend the recently published history of the Audit Commission: Follow the Money, by Duncan Campbell-Smith.    


� Best Value indicators 109a: the number of major planning applications a council processed within 13 weeks.
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